Fair Trade discourse and practice have an emphasis on people-centered development, with a focus on efforts to empower producers and their communities. This has been noted, for instance, by Nicholls and Opal (2005, p. 6 ) who identify one of the primary objectives of Fair
Trade as being to "empower producers to develop their own businesses and wider communities." In Fair Trade practice the approach to empowerment consists of payment of a fair price and a strengthening of producer organizations (Ronchi 2002) through support from Fair Trade Organizations (FTOs) to help build capacities of producers and organizations.
Despite increased use of the terms community and empowerment in Fair Trade literature and marketing, to date there has been little work to understand their meaning 1 Fair Trade, as used in this paper, refers to a broader trade justice and development movement pioneered by Fair Trade Organizations that incorporates a wider range of products, campaigning and awareness raising activities. Fairtrade is a certification and labelling system governed by FLO and FLO-Cert to certify products that carry the Fairtrade Mark.
critically in the context of Fair Trade. Low-income producer groups are treated as conduits of community empowerment approaches and are generally assumed to be willing and able to share benefits of Fair Trade among producer members and a wider community. To contribute to a developing academic critique of such assumptions, this paper presents an analytical framework to explore contextual governance and institutional factors such as local hierarchies that influence social and political relations in producer communities. I argue that these factors shape sites of uneven and unequal producer communities, which result in some unintended consequences evidenced from diverse experiences following Fairtrade certification of a particular producer organization.
This research adds to a growing depth of knowledge and critique by studying lived experiences of Fair Trade. It references empirical material obtained from research of a
Fairtrade certified sugar producer organization in Malawi, Kasinthula Cane Growers Limited (KCGL) . 2 The case study shows how and why context and institutions are important to understand different empowerment consequences for different producer community actors, and therefore why one approach does not fit all situations. The argument developed is that not all producers can, or want, to empower their communities though development investments.
To date both Malawi, a marginalized African country, and sugar, a more recent product category entrant to the Fair Trade arena, have received limited critical enquiry. The Malawi case study analyzed inequalities, hierarchies, dependencies, and intended and unintended Fairtrade outcomes to provide an opportunity to reflect on how Fair Trade can continue to learn and evolve to improve livelihoods of a wider population of producers.
Insights were obtained through analysis of the experiences of all actors involved in the production of sugar cane in this case study (principally farmers and hired labor), examination 2 Material from doctoral research funded by the ESRC and collaboration between (will be completed upon acceptance). 3 In contrast to other commodities such as coffee, tea, cocoa, and bananas in a number of countries. For instance see the work of Bacon (2004) , Dolan (2008) , Murray et al. (2003) , Ronchi (2002) , Shreck (2005) , Tallontire (2000) , and Taylor et al. (2005 Bedford et al. 2002; Daviron and Ponte 2005; Humphrey 2005; and Slob 2006) . By identifying the coordinating nodes of governance as part of value chain analysis it is then possible to locate which actors appear to occupy the positions of greatest economic and political influence in a particular chain.
Such international value chain analyses tend to use the chain metaphor in analysis of production and distribution, thus often discussing commodity and value chains in linear terms. This can prove limiting as a framework for analysis as discussed further below.
Economic geographers including Henderson et al. (2002) , Coe and Hess (2007) , and Coe et al. (2008a Coe et al. ( , 2008b have instead increasingly utilized a network based approach to investigate the impacts of globalization on regional development and a tool to analyze retail and multinational company networks. By retaining a focus on value capture and power relations, but utilizing the concept of a network, a production network approach provides scope to analyze multiple forms of governance and institutions.
In arguing for an emphasis on the "network," Coe et al. (2008b) , Henderson et al. (2002) , Hughes (2001) , Leslie and Reimer (1999), and Raynolds (2004) argue that a major weakness of the "chain" approach is its conceptualization of production and distribution processes as being essentially vertical and linear. In other words, focusing on international trade flows between different groups of actors. They suggest that rather than an emphasis on the linear and vertical, processes are better conceptualized as being highly complex networks that also incorporate non-linear, horizontal relations. The network-based approach therefore includes "horizontal" relations such as class, ethnicity, and gender that shape the operation of production networks both in and between different localities (Coe and Hess 2007, p. 8) . This enables a research focus on local governance and relations in addition to global (vertical) relations.
Fair Trade aims to affect global (vertical) commodity production, trade, and marketing relations and those (horizontal) relations within local production communities. unions, or councils) that are established for particular transactions to lay the ground rules for economic cooperation or competition. The institutional environment is the broader set of political, social, and legal rules of the game within which people and organizations develop and implement specific institutional arrangements (Morrison et al. 2000) .
In much of the early application of both GVC and GPN frameworks, consideration of labor relations and wealth distributions that shape relations and incomes within the institutional arrangement of the firm has so far been limited in many instances. With regard to firms, Coe et al. (2008b) state that too often firms are treated as generic entities or "black boxes," as aspatial "lead" firms. In reality firms are systems of power that contain power relationships, and so it should not be assumed that all firms will, or will be able to, react in the same way to changes in an institutional environment. A similar critique can be leveled at community empowerment approaches by questioning the ability of one group of actors (e.g., the FLO) to define the needs of producers and communities located in a variety of distant geographical contexts. The low-income producer groups that represent the institutional arrangements through which Fair Trade aims to deliver benefits to a producer community are often portrayed as homogenous entities. In reality these groups do not operate in a vacuum; they are communities and networks subject to vertical and horizontal relations and forces, embedded in different sets of relations, networks, and institutional environments. 
Researching Malawi, sugar, and Fair Trade
The fieldwork methodology for this study was designed to reflect and explore some of the empowerment strategies of Fair Trade such as inclusion, participation, supporting voice of the marginalized, and transparency. In addition, a Fair Trade reference group consisting of representatives of FTOs was consulted to ascertain their definitions of empowerment from their experiences to obtain key indicators of empowerment.
The examination of the impact of Fair Trade's community empowerment goals assessed primary producers' abilities to participate in and influence discussions affecting their livelihoods and make decisions in the environments in which they are located; their ability at both individual and collective levels to improve the livelihoods of themselves and others; and an identification of the principal inhibiting factors to community empowerment.
Using a variety of methods, a broad group of in-country stakeholders were interviewed and consulted to collate a range of understandings, expectations, and experiences. The fieldwork was conducted over two visits to Malawi in 2007 and 2008. The first visit was designed as a scoping visit and pilot study to collect background data, establish key contacts, recruit research assistants, clarify definitions of community and producer for this research, and conduct pilot interviews to ascertain some initial experiences and interpretations of Fair Trade. Reflecting upon the initial data collection generated an understanding of some anticipated outcomes such as income increases, but, critically, unintended consequences began to emerge, as will be discussed in this paper.
The majority of research data was collected during the second visit by conducting numerous interviews and focus groups to obtain rich qualitative and quantitative empirical material. With the participation of research assistants, the research team completed 47 one-toone interviews with sugar farmers, 55 one-to-one interviews with sugar employees, 11 focus group discussions with committees, farmers, and employees, eight group discussions with villagers living in a sugar scheme community, interviews with members of the KCGL and the Illovo Sugar Malawi management teams, interviews with District Assembly representatives, and an interview with two employee members of Kasinthula's Fairtrade Social Premium (FSP) committee.
One-to-one interviews incorporated semi-structured questions that sought to understand (from sugar farmers and employees) community development and needs (social development), knowledge of Fair Trade, training received, participation in decision-making and Fair Trade relations (individual development), and snapshots of livelihoods circumstances and recent changes (economic development). Focus group discussions were organized as purposive group discussions with farmers, employees, and committees to expand on identified themes and issues from earlier interviews. Separate interviews were held with two employees who were members of the FSP committee upon their request after they stated an inability to express their voices in-group discussions. After collecting empirical material, the collated materials were analyzed and reviewed for key themes and categories to build interpretations.
Secondary data sources were consulted to identify forms of governance and institutions, including Fair Trade practices, sugar cane supply agreements, and chieftainship and customs. All of these institutional arrangements can contribute to variable impacts of community empowerment (Luiz 2009; Casson et al. 2010) , and understanding more about them helps to get a better understanding of the impact of an embedded social and political context on efforts to empower a producer community.
Embedded social, political, and economic context
Contextual analysis for this study also identified a number of factors that have kept Malawi embedded in dependent international relations and large sections of the population embedded in a society containing knowledge asymmetries and power imbalances. This embeddedness limits opportunities for a majority to be able to enhance their lives through connections to global agricultural production networks directly. The continued dominance of Traditional Authority leaders in rural governance and remaining postcolonial dependence on external donors means there are large percentages of the population considered as subjects and not empowered citizens who are capable of bringing about change to their lives. 4 As Pinder (2004) claims, this has maintained a long-running "hand-out" rather than "hand-up" culture in Malawian society.
As a result, a large majority of Malawians face constraints due to a combination of low levels of formal education, exposure to numerous severe health risks, a weak agricultural economy, and hierarchical trade and community relations. Furthermore, repeated economic, social, and climatic shocks have reduced assets, savings, and abilities to enhance livelihoods or to assist others (UNICEF 2006) . This combination of factors and circumstances leaves a population that lacks some of the capacities, capabilities, and freedoms that are frequently stated as essential components of development and empowerment (DFID 1999; Sen 1999) . rules, the EU introduced a new sugar regime, effective since 2007. As a result ACP sugar will be quota free and duty free and so there will be no further fixed prices or quotas for raw sugar exported from Malawi. 5 The increase in politicization and regulation has significantly changed the governance and institutional environment of global sugar trade and production networks.
The agricultural sector in Malawi employs approximately 80% of the labor force and accounts for over 80% of export earnings. Tobacco is the leading cash crop export,
accounting for approximately 60% of agricultural export earnings, followed by sugar and tea (NSO 2006) . In the tea and sugar sectors small-scale production only accounts for approximately 5% of total volume of each commodity, with larger scale estates and plantations contributing the bulk of the total volume. 6 The sugar sector has been dominated by estates since its introduction in 1965.
The Illovo Sugar Group is Africa's largest sugar producer, producing approximately [ Figure 1 about here]
The unique governance structure of KCGL incorporates a management team, 282
farmers, approximately 260 permanent employees (irrigators, security, herbicide sprayers, admin, and others), and approximately 250 seasonal laborers as cane cutters and harvesters.
Those referred to as farmers were granted a sugar cane plot of between 2.5 and 3 hectares from which they receive a direct income. These landholders are members of local traditional Following the inception of the scheme, the membership of the Trust and the principal committee control positions within KCGL were secured by those locally empowered as members of the Traditional Authority hierarchy.
The growing and processing of sugar cane tends to be located in close proximity which is due in part to the necessity to process sugar cane soon after harvest to extract the optimum quantity of sugar from the raw material. Sugar fields are normally located close to a sugar mill and smaller-scale sugar producers are therefore often structurally dependent on a large mill to process and add value to their sugar cane. In southern Malawi sugar is collected daily during the harvest season for processing and marketing by Illovo from Kasinthula's sugar plots (700 hectares in 2008), located 20km north of the Illovo mill and plantation (12,000 hectares).
From the outset of the KCGL scheme, a Cane Supply Agreement (CSA) was signed that is in force for at least 25 years. In the CSA was an agreement that all sugar produced by KCGL would be sold to the Illovo mill at Nchalo. The pricing system for Kasinthula sugar is based on a "division of proceeds" (DOP) system that is designed to provide transparency in financial transactions between KCGL and Illovo. The DOP is structured as follows: from an average price obtained from all ex-mill sales of sugar and molasses realized by the Illovo mill, KCGL receives 60% of the revenue generated from the cane they supply to Illovo. As the refiner and marketer, Illovo retains 40% to cover various production and marketing costs, a common industry agreement.
Fair Trade and KCGL
The principle objective of Fair Trade is to improve the livelihoods of those participants in production networks who are seen to be most excluded from benefits of trade. Fair Trade aims to bring about change by affecting nodes of uneven governance, unfair wealth distributions, the capacities and capabilities of low-income producers, and promoting responsibilities for social development at all points in production networks (FLO 2009b) Raynolds et al. (2007) and Fair Trade representatives interviewed for this study, the combination of this certification and relations with FTOs should benefit small-scale producers in the following ways: first, benefiting financially by paying guaranteed prices for commodities which are higher than the prevailing world market prices. Second, it benefits by providing a social premium to finance local community development projects and for investment in the small-scale producer organization. The third benefit is through support from FTOs (sometimes supported by commercial partners) that is over and above requirements of FLO certification standards, and provides information and training to enhance business and market awareness and production and marketing skills. Fourth, as a
Fairtrade certified producer group it is subject to auditable standards of the FLO that are aimed at improving the social and environmental well-being of the group members and their surrounding community.
In the case of Kasinthula, the producer group does not receive a guaranteed price as there has not been one determined for sugar given the complexities of the global sugar market and associated quota systems. 
Problematizing production communities: deepening exclusions and inequalities
As discussed, Fair Trade aims to affect representation, transparency, democracy, inclusivity, and participation in producer organizations, in keeping with the language of community in people-centered approaches. By emphasizing such practices, it is hoped (and arguably assumed) that sites of unevenness and inequality are reduced through fairer producer group and producer community relations. However, such approaches are already filled with assumptions and expectations of producer organizations, their members, and communities who constitute the target beneficiaries. Evidence from research foregrounds a theme of deepening inequalities among different Kasinthula producers in terms of awareness and participation since Fairtrade certification.
When consulted to offer a definition or understanding of Fair Trade, interviews with seasonal employees (e.g., sugar cane cutters) highlighted a general lack of ability to offer a definition or any conception of Fair Trade due to their lack of involvement in the process. In contrast, over 90% of farmers interviewed were more easily able to provide a definition, After establishing an impression of income levels, research participants were asked whether they perceived an impact on their incomes since Fairtrade certification. In response nearly all (92%) farmers stated a positive impact, whereas 72% of permanent employees stated there had been no impact. When asked whether participants have access to affordable financial credit, 55% of farmers said they had been accessing credit for some years and a further 20% were confident they would be able to access credit soon. In contrast, 40% of permanent employees have never had access to affordable credit, but 40% were hopeful of accessing it soon.
Those interviewed were asked to describe in more detail the impact of their individual financial situations on their abilities to provide for their families and enhance their livelihoods. General themes had emerged earlier of some participants receiving higher incomes and better access to credit than others. One man who had been employed for five years as a cane guard explained he had three others dependent on his income to meet basic nutrition and shelter needs. Discussing his ability to meet those needs he complained:
My income is not a fair return for my work. I also sell some of my own produce and offer labor to help meet my family's needs. As employees we are still crying with our low incomes. The money is not enough to do anything apart from buying necessities at home. This is a situation that represents the experiences of many rural agricultural workers with limited power to affect their livelihoods. In the context of Fair Trade there is an expectation of improved incomes. When direct financial impacts are not apparent, tensions are evident as those unable to empower themselves through livelihood investments are envious of other producers whom they see benefitting from higher incomes and better opportunities to access loans. Therefore, uneven experiences of financial empowerment should be anticipated in an institutional environment comprising hierarchies determined by land ownership, local leadership structures, and subordinate culture.
In separate interviews, constituents of local production and development networks explored the issue of what principal factors inhibit those regarded as disempowered from becoming more empowered to take control and influence over their livelihoods.
Representatives from Illovo, the KCGL management team, and local development consultants all cited low levels of literacy, limited capacities (skills and knowledge) to act, and local politics as significant barriers to choice and influence for the majority at Kasinthula to be empowered through Fair Trade. This point was summarized by a local nongovernmental organization worker:
Because of low literacy levels and local political structures, most people in rural
Malawi are either not able or not informed to be able to make their own decisions. It is also impossible with an illiterate population to expect them to vote with knowledge of Fair Trade and related issues. Most people only vote for who they know or who talks the loudest. Poverty and democracy are a negative correlation.
Issues regarding low levels of formal education among farmers (many of whom are directly connected to local leadership structures) and limited capacities were voiced by management teams at KCGL and Illovo:
Fair trade people are expecting first world education and business sense from a villager with very little education. Right now low levels of formal education are the biggest barrier. There is too much expectation placed on people with very little education. There is a lot of complicated literature in English.
In Fair Trade and other people-centered development approaches, socioeconomic development is normally expected to occur through employment of technical approaches such as provision of social premiums towards investment in producer and community development projects. The most significant technical element of the FLO model in the context of sugar cane is the Fairtrade Social Premium (FSP) in the absence of a Fairtrade price for sugar. At the time of research the governance of significant levels of FSP funds in this case study was entrusted to a group of ten KCGL producers, originally all farmers who own title to plots of sugar cane. 9 The locations of the distribution of wealth generated by FSP receipts depend upon the decisions of that committee. According to the rules of the FLO standards, distribution should include contributions towards community development.
Depending on individual circumstances, some farmers (especially those members of Traditional Authorities) felt more able than others to be socially responsible toward other villagers. In addition to ability, however, an intertwined issue of willingness emerged from the Traditional Authority leader of Chikwawa, who is also a Kasinthula farmer. When discussing the subject of Fair Trade, he complained:
Fairtrade standards restrict the use of money. Farmers are owners of the sugar but have to implement projects for the community who do not work on the cane, why?
Farmers have their own needs and as owners of the cane that is sold why should they have to share money with employees?
One farmer who was also the Village Headman of a local village revealed an example of a combination of a lack of ability and willingness. When asked how he would use a relatively large sum of FSP money he stated, "like many farmers I am illiterate and cannot manage money well. Some farmers use the money irresponsibly but also many of us have emergencies such as when family members become sick." Livelihood shocks such as illness are very real and often such emergencies will require relatively large amounts of money. This reduces potential amounts that people are able or willing to set aside for wider community development use.
In interviews with members of the KCGL management team and at the Illovo Nchalo 
Reflections for Fair Trade people-centered development
Evidence from this research contributes toward a growing critical literature on realities of unintended consequences of increasing inequalities that has emerged from other case study research. For instance, Getz and Shreck (2006, p. 498) suggest "attention to the experience of certification at the level of production also reveals the unintended consequence that production for the Fair Trade market could actually exacerbate the socio-economic inequalities that exist locally." Likewise, Dolan (2010, p. 8) found evidence that "there is the potential to exacerbate rather than ameliorate the gap between the haves and have-nots." In the case of Kasinthula, the increase in inequality is particularly related to the (relative) elites getting wealthier and more influential than the poor necessarily getting poorer.
Exposing issues concerning transparency and governance (control) of decision making in the hands of a minority at Kasinthula builds a critique of consequences regarding the Fairtrade approach and associated challenges. For instance, capture of control and benefits by those in relatively elite positions is a challenge facing movements such as Fair
Trade that have democratic and equality ambitions embedded in its approach. Unintended consequences of "elite capture" are more likely to be witnessed when such approaches encounter instances where democratic ideals and practices are not embedded in the experiences of the majority population, as in the context in Malawi. 10 In a situation such as that at Kasinthula, limited attention to embedded uneven social and political structures has resulted in the appearance of an influential minority in committees designed to empower a wider majority.
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In terms of notions of community, findings such as these challenge assumptions often made in people-centered interventions regarding cooperative, harmonious, and equal communities. Uneven levels of participation and awareness between those with title to land and the landless contradicts imaginations of equality embedded in people-centered community empowerment discourse (Lacey 2009 ). Writing about challenges to reduce assumptions of harmonious and co-operative producer communities, Berlan (2008, p. 173) notes how "academic literature on Fair Trade that has emerged in recent years has begun to question some of its marketing and underlying assumptions." Such literature generated by scholars including Arce (2009 ), Dolan (2008 , 2010 , Luetchford (2008), and Mendez (2002) supports arguments being made here about the need to reduce assumptions of homogenous harmonized groups of people. Instead there should be enhanced focus on local political economy issues such as social exclusion to marginalize unintended consequences such as increased inequalities between different producers. In support of this argument, Luetchford (2008, p. 165) highlights "the cultural and romantic association of peasant modes of production diverts attention away from obvious inequalities between parties with different interests and capacities."
A greater focus on the uneven social and political institutional environment in this case has generated an enhanced appreciation of the nuanced circumstances (such as elite 10 In their research Eberhart (2006) and Prieto et al. (2004) warn of a risk of producing "islands of prosperity" where only a limited minority (elite) capture benefits from Fair Trade in low-income communities. 11 An issue also discussed by Hickey and Mohan (2004) and Luttrell et al. (2007) . Focusing on the FSP brings into question the ability or willingness of low-income producers to accept rules on sharing proceeds from sugar production. Social premiums intended for community development projects have been interpreted as a "social tax" on those with competing priorities and facing livelihood shocks. It was often stated that individual needs come first before the "luxury" of social responsibility. The situation contributes to arguments being developed in critical literature of Fair Trade that discusses the constraining effects of landlessness and socio-cultural inequalities that affect access to resources and political participation in order to be able to use Fair Trade as a tool for empowerment (Dolan 2008; Luetchford 2008 ).
This critique echoes messages emanating from analysis of producer responses in the Kasinthula case and other recent Fair Trade studies focusing on this aspect. Perspectives of frustration and resentment further an argument to challenge assumptions of community and contribute to emerging debates regarding tensions between individual needs and selfinterests, and expectations of willing "common good" responses by members of Fairtrade certified groups to meet some local community needs (Dolan 2008; Jaffee 2007; Murray et al. 2006; Ruben et al. 2009 ).
Analysis of this case study develops an argument that producer empowerment is a luxury on the basis that many producers are often unable and unwilling to deliver empowerment expectations associated with Fair Trade. This argument is in two parts, first there is a need to check expectations of empowerment when many low-income producers are faced with financial, social, and political constraints. Empowerment expectations, in particular social responsibility aspects associated with use of the FSP, are generated through the rules of the FLO and images created through Fair Trade discourse. In situations such as the one encountered in this study, responsibility to contribute towards local community development projects is a luxury many cannot or will not afford.
Second, there is a need to consider expectations by accounting for the positions from which different low income producers are starting. For Fair Trade to "succeed" in empowering others, there is a prerequisite that low-income producer partners are endowed with certain "ingredients" as skills, knowledges, capabilities, and a history of co-operation to be able to benefit more fully from In particular there is a need to further explore approaches that can more fully capture empowerment needs of different producers who have different capacities and positions in a specific local community environment.
As Fair Trade moves into more commodities and countries it will encounter more forms of small-scale producer group structures and relations. Foregrounding various forms of vertical and horizontal relations in a production network and analysis of multiple low income producer perspectives reveals a more contextualized understanding of differences between experience and expectation. This is important as Fairtrade standards and processes come into contact with an increasing number of different specificities of commodity and place contexts.
For this study the process has presented a more complex situation that helps to explain how and why Fair Trade is experienced and understood in contrasting ways by different people involved in sugar cane production at Kasinthula.
Such critique adds to calls for Fair Trade approaches to be more attentive to placebased specificities such as local social and political strata. Sites of production are complex places, not immune to social stratifications or inequalities. This suggests lessons for the future that Fairtrade certification processes, in particular, can learn from. Principally these relate to revising assumptions of producers in terms of communities through:
 Exploring notions of producer and community; 
